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In some schools of Buddhism, bardo (Tibetan === Wylie: bar do) or antarabhava (Sanskrit) is an

intermediate, transitional, or liminal state between death and rebirth. It is a concept which arose soon
after the Buddha's passing, with a number of earlier Buddhist groups accepting the existence of such
an intermediate state, while other schools rejected it. In Tibetan Buddhism, bardo is the central theme
of the Bardo Thodol (literally Liberation Through Hearing During the Intermediate State), the Tibetan
Book of the Dead.

Used loosely, "bardo" is the state of existence intermediate between two lives on earth. According to
Tibetan tradition, after death and before one's next birth, when one's consciousness is not connected
with a physical body, one experiences a variety of phenomena. These usually follow a particular
sequence of degeneration from, just after death, the clearest experiences of reality of which one is
spiritually capable, and then proceeding to terrifying hallucinations that arise from the impulses of
one's previous unskillful actions. For the prepared and appropriately trained individuals, the bardo
offers a state of great opportunity for liberation, since transcendental insight may arise with the direct
experience of reality; for others, it can become a place of dan%e_r as the karmically created
hallucinations can impel one into a less than desirable rebirth. citationneeded]

Metaphorically, bardo can describe times when our usual way of life becomes suspended, as, for
example, during a period of illness or during a meditation retreat. Such times can prove fruitful for
spiritual progress because external constraints diminish. However, they can also present challenges
because our less skillful impulses may come to the foreground, just as in the sidpa bardo.citationneeded]
The concept of antarabhava, an intervening state between death and rebirth, was brought into
Buddhism from the Vedic-Upanishadic philosophical tradition which later developed into

Hinduism. 122
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Intermediate state in Indian Buddhism
From the records of early Buddhist schools, it appears that at least six different groups accepted the
notion of an intermediate existence (antarabhava), namely, the Sarvastivada, Darstantika,
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Vatsiputriyas, Sammitiya, Pirvasaila and late Mahisasaka. The first four of these are closely related
schools. Opposing them were the Mahasamghika, early Mahisasaka, Theravada, Vibhajyavada and the
Sariputra Abhidharma (possibly Dharmagupta) (Bareau 1955: 291).

Some of the earliest references we have to the “intermediate existence” are to be found in the
Sarvastivadin text the Mahavibhasa (] B2 12 8% K FE 227D FR). For instance, the Mahavibhasa indicates
a “basic existence” (A7), an “intermediate existence” (/) a “birth existence” (44 and “death
existence” (JE4) (CBETA, T27, no. 1545, p. 959, etc.). Bareau (1955: 143) provides the arguments of
the Sarvastivada as follows:

The intermediate being who makes the passage in this way from one existence to the next is formed,
like every living being, of the five aggregates (skandha). His existence is demonstrated by the fact that
it cannot have any discontinuity in time and space between the place and moment of death and those of
rebirth, and therefore it must be that the two existences belonging to the same series are linked in time
and space by an intermediate stage. The intermediate being is the Gandharva, the presence of which is
as necessary at conception as the fecundity and union of the parents. Furthermore, the
Antaraparinirvayin is an Anagamin who obtains parinirvana during the intermediary existence. As for
the heinous criminal guilty of one of the five crimes without interval (anantarya), he passes in quite the
same way by an intermediate existence at the end of which he is reborn necessarily in hell.

Deriving from a later period of the same school, though with some differences, Vasubandhu’s
Abhidharmakos$a explains (English trs. p. 383ff):

What is an intermediate being, and an intermediate existence? Intermediate existence, which inserts
itself between existence at death and existence at birth, not having arrived at the location where it
should go, cannot be said to be born. Between death—that is, the five skandhas of the moment of
death—and arising—that is, the five skandhas of the moment of rebirth—there is found an existence—
a "body" of five skandhas—that goes to the place of rebirth. This existence between two realms of
rebirth (gat) is called intermediate existence.

He cites a number of texts and examples to defend the notion against other schools which reject it and
claim that death in one life is immediately followed by rebirth in the next, without any intermediate
state in between the two. Both the Mahavibhasa and the Abhidharmakos$a have the notion of the
intermediate state lasting "seven times seven days" (i.e. 49 days) at most. This is one view, though, and
there were also others.

Similar arguments were also used in Harivarman’s *Satyasiddhi Sastra, a quasi-Mahayana text, and
the Upadesa commentary on the Prajiaparamita Sttras, both of which have strong influence from the
Sarvastivada school. Both of these texts had powerful influence in Chinese Buddhism, which also
accepts this idea as a rule.

The Saddharma-smrty-upasthana Sutra (1E75/&#24%) classifies 17 intermediate states with different
experiences.}

Six bardos in Tibetan Buddhism

Fremantle (2001) states that there are six traditional bardo states known as the Six Bardos: the Bardo
of This Life (p. 55); the Bardo of Meditation (p. 58); the Bardo of Dream (p. 62); the Bardo of Dying
(p. 64); the Bardo of Dharmata (p. 65); and the Bardo of Existence (p. 66).

Shugchang, et al. (2000: p. 5) discuss the Zhitro (Tibetan: Zhi-khro) teachings which subsume the
Bardo Thodol and mention Karma Lingpa, terma and Padmasambhava and list the Six Bardo: "The
first bardo begins when we take birth and endures as long as we live. The second is the bardo of
dreams. The third is the bardo of concentration or meditation. The fourth occurs at the moment of
death. The fifth is known as the bardo of the luminosity of the true nature. The sixth is called the bardo
of transmigration or karmic becoming./

1. Kyenay bardo (skye gnas bar do): is the first bardo of birth and life. This bardo commences
from conception until the last breath, when the mindstream withdraws from the body.

2. Milam bardo (rmi lam bar do): is the second bardo of the dream state. The Milam Bardo is a
subset of the first Bardo. Dream Yoga develops practices to integrate the dream state into
Buddhist sadhana.

3. Samten bardo (bsam gtan bar do) is the third bardo of meditation. This bardo is generally
only experienced by meditators, though individuals may have spontaneous experience of it.
Samten Bardo is a subset of the Shinay Bardo.

4. Chikhai bardo (‘chi kha'i bar do): is the fourth bardo of the moment of death. According to
tradition, this bardo is held to commence when the outer and inner signs presage that the onset
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of death is nigh, and continues through the dissolution or transmutation of the Mahabhuta until
the external and internal breath has completed.

5. Chonyi bardo (chos nyid bar do): is the fifth bardo of the luminosity of the true nature which
commences after the final ‘inner breath’ (Sanskrit: prana, vayu; Tibetan: rlung). It is within this
Bardo that visions and auditory phenomena occur. In the Dzogchen teachings, these are known
as the spontaneously manifesting Thodgal (Tibetan: thod-rgyal) visions. Concomitant to these
visions, there is a welling of profound peace and pristine awareness. Sentient beings who have
not practiced during their lived experience and/or who do not recognize the clear light (Tibetan:
od gsal) at the moment of death are usually deluded throughout the fifth bardo of luminosity.

6. Sidpa bardo (srid pa bar do): is the sixth bardo of becoming or transmigration. This bardo
endures until the inner-breath commences in the new transmigrating form determined by the
"karmic seeds" within the storehouse consciousness.

Exegesis

Fremantle (2001: p. 53-54) charts the development of the bardo concept through the Himalayan
tradition:

Originally bardo referred only to the period between one life and the next, and this is still its normal
meaning when it is mentioned without any qualification. There was considerable dispute over this
theory during the early centuries of Buddhism, with one side arguing that rebirth (or conception)
follows immediately after death, and the other saying that there must be an interval between the two.
With the rise of mahayana, belief in a transitional period prevailed. Later Buddhism expanded the
whole concept to distinguish six or more similar states, covering the whole cycle of life, death, and
rebirth. But it can also be interpreted as any transitional experience, any state that lies between two
other states. Its original meaning, the experience of being between death and rebirth, is the prototype
of the bardo experience, while the six traditional bardos show how the essential qualities of that
experience are also present in other transitional periods. By refining even further the understanding of
the essence of bardo, it can then be applied to every moment of existence. The present moment, the
now, is a continual bardo, always suspended between the past and the future.

However, as shown above, Fremantle's idea that it was originally only "between one life and next" was
not how it was understood by the Sarvastivada school at the outset. Also, the idea that the ascendancy
of this idea was due to the Mahayana is unfounded, and it is much more likely that it was due to the
Sarvastivada influence, several centuries before the Mahayana had any real influence.
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Topics in Buadhism

e Glossary
e Index

e Outline

e Three Jewels

o Buddha

o Dharma

o Sangha
Four Noble Truths
Noble Eightfold Path
Nirvana

Middle Way

Tathagata

Birthday

Four sights

Physical characteristics

Footprint

Relics

Iconography in Laos and Thailand
Films

Miracles

Family

Foundations

The Buddha

Suddhodana (father)
Maya (mother)

Mahapajapati Gotami (aunt, adoptive mother)
Yasodhara (wife)

Rahula (son)

Ananda (cousin)
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Key concepts

Cosmology

Branches

o Devadatta (cousin)
Places where the Buddha stayed
Buddha in world religions

Avidya (Ignorance)
Bardo

Bodhicitta
Bodhisattva
Buddha-nature
Dhamma theory
Dharma

Enlightenment
Five hindrances

Indriya

Karma

Kleshas

Mind Stream

Parinirvana

Pratityasamutpada

Rebirth

Samsara

Sankhara

Skandha

Sﬁnyaté

Tanha (Craving)

Tathata

Ten Fetters

Three marks of existence
o Impermanence
o Dukkha
o Anatta

Two truths doctrine

Ten spiritual realms

Six realms
o Deva (Buddhism)
o Human realm
o Asurarealm
o Hungry Ghost realm
o Animal realm
o Naraka

Three planes of existence
Theravada

Vajrayana
o Tibetan
o Shingon
o Dzogchen

Mahayana
o Chan Buddhism
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= Seon
Pure Land
Tiantai
Nichiren
Madhyamaka
o Yogachara

Navayana
Early Buddhist schools
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e Pre-sectarian Buddhism
e Basic points unifying Theravada and Mahavyana

« Bhavana

e Bodhipakkhiyadhamma

o Brahmavihara
o Metta
o Karuna
o Mudita
e} Upekkha

o Buddhabhiseka

e Dana

« Devotion

e Dhyana

o Faith

e Five Strengths

o Iddhipada
« Meditation

o Mantras
Kammatthana
Recollection
Smarana
Anapanasati
Samatha
Vipassana (Vipassana movement)
Shikantaza
Zazen
Koan
Mandala
Tonglen
Tantra
Tertbn

o Terma
o Merit
e Mindfulness

o Satipatthana
« Nekkhamma
e Paramita
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Practices

o Paritta
e Puja
o Offerings
o Prostration
o Chanting
o Refuge
o Satya
o Sacca
o Seven Factors of Enlightenment
o Sati
o Dhamma vicaya
o Piti
o Passaddhi

o Five Precepts
o Bodhisattva vow

o Pratimoksa

e Threefold Training
o Samadhi
o Prajna
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Nirvana

Monasticism

Major figures

Virya

o Four Right Exertions
Bodhi
Bodhisattva
Buddhahood
Pratyekabuddha
Four stages of enlightenment

o Sotapanna
o Sakadagami
o Anagami
o Arhat
Bhikkhu
Bhikkhuni
Sramanera
Sramaneri
Anagarika
Ajahn
Sayadaw
Zen master
Roshi
Lama
Rinpoche
Geshe
Tulku
Householder
Upasaka and Upasika
Sravaka

o The ten principal disciples

Shaolin Monastery
Gautama Buddha

Kaundinya
Assaji

Sariputta
Mahamoggallana
Mulian

Ananda
Mahakassapa
Anuruddha
Mabhakaccana
Nanda

Subhuti

Punna

Upali
Mahapajapati Gotami
Khema
Uppalavanna
Asita

Channa

Yasa

Buddhaghosa
Nagasena
Angulimala
Bodhidharma
Nagarjuna

Asanga
Vasubandhu

Atisa
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